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The Soviet Political Succession:
Institutions, People, and Policies (U)

P

Sickness and death ainong the aging Soviet leadership have prépelled

" succession to the top of Moscow’s political agenda. Following party

secretary Suslov’s death in January, President Brezhnev moved quickly to
bolster the status of his protege, Konstantin Chernenko, at the expense of
Andrey Kirilenko, the man who previously had been best placed to become

" the next party chief. Behind-the-scenes opposition to Chernenko’s advance-

ment has developed and has made Brezhnev’s own position more vulner-
able. This opposition—together with the reported illnesses of both Brezh-

" nev and Kirilenko—indicates that succession maneuvering is intensifying

and increasingly preoccupying Soviet leaders.

In the three past successions, the key to victory in the power struggle has
been control of the party Secretariat and its powerful staff. This, in turn,
has led to control of the provincial party apparatus and to some influence
over the economic ministries, the security apparatus, and the military
command. Only Stalin succeeded in winning complete control over the

"+ regime’s entire machinery. Short of this, however, a strong and reasonably

stable leadership has been possible when the General Secretary, basing
himself in the Secretariat, has had sufficient strength to dominate the -

Politburo, the party’s chief policymaking institution.

Precedent would suggest that Brezhnev’s successor will be chosen from the
senior secretaries who hold membership in the Politburo. This had formerly
led us to believe that the succession would come in two stages, with an
older interim successor, such as Kirilenko (75) or Chernenko (70) being
replaced in a few years by one of the younger members of the Iéadership.
Several factors—the death of king-maker Suslov, the possible incapacita-
tion of Kirilenko, the apparent lack of Politburo support for Chernénko,
and the weakened condition of Brezhnev—have made it equally likely,
however, that a more dramatic change could occur, pushing a younger
member of the leadership quickly to the top without an interim phase. Any
such change would require the strong support of the military and KGB and

‘probably would be prompted by a shared belief that Soviet problems—

especially in the economic area—require vigorous action and leadership
sooner rather than later.

Whoever ultimately comes out on top, the succession process is politicizing
policy differences within the leadership. The post-Brezhnev leadership will
have to grapple with complex and increasingly urgent political and

SOV 82-10063X
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economic issues, none of which lend themselves to easy solutions. Some. .
notable policy differences already have emerged between senior sectetanm
Kmlenko and Chernenko that probably represent viewpoints shared by

“others in the leadership and within the bureaucracy

. On forclgn pohcy xssuw, Kmlenko has becn equxvocal in his support of
Brezhnev's overtures to the United States, less optimistic than Brezhnev.
about the prospects for resolving Sino-Soviet differences, and less
tolerant than most leaders about East European deviations from Mos-
cow'’s guidance and direction. .Although Chernenko has a shorter track
record than Kirilenko on foreign policy issues, he has been far more
enthusiastic in his support of improved relations with the United States
and of arms limitation, and well ahead of his colleagues in warnings
about the consequences of nuclcar war.

o On domcstxc mus, Kmlenko has been faxrly consxstent in lns advocacy
of a strong defense posture, strict cultural and ideological discipline, and

_ the preferential dcvelopment of heavy mdustry, while Chernenko has
_ stressed the need to improve the lot of the Soviet consumer and called for

greater mtraparty “democracy.” -

Conflict over these issues could lead to some important policy shifts:

s The most nnmedlatc changw are hkely to be made in economic policy,
with some reallocation of resources away from agriculture likely after
Brezhnev leaves. Even the defense budget, virtually sacrosanct since the
early 1960s, probably will come under some attack. Given the momen-
tum of current weapon programs and the need for a new leader to obtain

~ the support of the military and security services, however, reductions in
the growth of military spending seem unlikely in the near term.

« Concern over dechnmg growth rates also wxll intensify efforts to improve

~ efficiency and could bring changes in the economic management struc-
ture, although changes that seem politically feasible probably would not
significantly improve the economic situation.

. Dcparturcs in thc foreign policy arena seem less imminent. Soviet
stratcgy already has shifted to reflect a more pessimistic consensus about
the prospects for improved relations with the United States, and this new
direction appears unlikely to change, barring major US initiatives in the
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immediate post-Brezhnev period. As the pessimism about Soviet-US
relations becomes increasingly self-fulfilling, Soviet leaders may become
even more inclined to pursue policies in the Third World that the United
States would find disturbing and perhaps threatening to its interests.

Despite the likelihood of some policy change, no leader who succeeds
Brezhnev—whether selected from his contemporaries or a younger group
of Politburo members—initially will have the power to push through a
comprehensive package of domestic and foreign policy programs. We know
less about the policy preferences of the younger group than those of the
seniors, however, and are less able to predict what Soviet policy might be
after a younger leader has had time to consolidate his position as party
chief. As Politburo members, these younger leaders have been participants

_ in the policymaking process for some time, a factor that may lessen the
likelihood of radical policy shifts when they assume more responsible posts,
but their future policy preferences undoubtedly will be strongly influenced
by the environment at the time.

We are even less ablc to gauge the policy inclinations of the generation of
Soviet leaders who will come to the fore in the late 1980s. Although these
leaders could respond to increased domestic and international pressures by
attempting to liberalize the Soviet system, we believe a more likely
response would be a return to some form of neo-Stalinist orthodoxy. This
-would be more consistent with the Russian and Leninist tradition than

significant, liberalizing reforms.lj
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Preface

The leadership of the Soviet Communist Party has changed only three
times in 65 years, and each time under dramatically different domestic and
international conditions. This is the first time in Soviet history that an
entire generation of leaders is departing history’s stage more or less
together. Accordingly, precedents are fragile and the uncertainties great.
The Politburo does not yet know who next will wear Lenin’s mantle, nor do
we. But this paper will help the reader better understand the process, the
people, the political dynamics, and the possible outcomes of the struggle for
power in the Kremlin—and the implications for the United States.

“The first section discusses the institutional and historical setting in which -

the political struggle takes place, We then analyze current indications of
succession maneuvering and speculate about Brezhnev’s role in trying to
prearrange the succession. The policy issues that will play an important
role in Kremlin politicking and the policy views of the leading contenders,
Konstantin Chernenko and Andrey Kirilenko, are explored next. (Although
Kirilenko is now reported to be in poor health and could eventually be
eliminated from contention, his views have such strong institutional
backing that other leaders undoubtedly will pick up the banner if he falls.)
Finally, the paper looks at likely areas for policy change in the post-
Brezhnev era and some of the institutional factors that could affect new

policies.
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The Soviet Political Succession:
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Institutions, People, and Policies (v)

_Imtitutio and Their Role in Soviet Succession

Three institutions—the Politburo, the party Secretar-
iat, and the Council of Ministers—will play key roles
in the coming succession struggle. Although the dis-
tribution of power often shifts among these institu-
tions and their respective members during a succes-
sion, officials based in the party Secretariat, and
especially its nominal head, the General Secretary,
have historically had the upper hand in this contest.

L T

The Succession Process

The death or ouster of the party leader in the USSR
in all three previous successions (1924, 1953, 1964) led
to a prolonged power struggle. While the initial

~ appointment of a successor is made quickly, the new
General Secretary needs several years to consolidate

his position. His colleagues in the Politburo do not as
a rule readily submit to his attempts to assume the
power and authority of his predecessor. Lacking a
constitutional basis for his claims, he is forced to build
support gradually—and since Stalin—through politi-
cal means. Stalin overcame these obstacles in the late
1920s, as did Khrushchev in the late 1950s and early
1960s and—in more limited measure—Brezhnev in
the 1970s. It took several years (an average of about
five) to resolve each of the three succession crises.

While the new General Secretary maneuvers to con-
solidate power, the leadership often has trouble mak-
ing decisions on complex policy matters. Policy lines
tend to become fouled with political ones, and institu-
tions just below the top leadership temporarily exer-
cise increased influence on policy. If the party boss
fails to consolidate power quickly, the Secretariat may
become an arena of acute conflict, as in the 1964-67

_ period, or there may be an increase in the strength
and assertiveness of the government in relation to the
party apparatus, such as occurred in the early post-
Stalin years. The political arena is widened evén

further by the enhanced activity of institutional “in-
terest groups™ in the military, the economic bureauc-
racy, 'thg scientific establishment, and the creative
e e N

The Central Committee and the Politburo:
Arenas of Conflict

By statute, the supreme organ of the Communist
Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU) is the party

- congress, held at least every five years. Between

congresses, that role is assigned to the party Central
Committee, which theoretically is responsible for )
clecting the General Secretary. In practice, however,
the Central Committee bas been used since the 1920s
primarily to legitimize the regime’s decisions and
actions. Its membership has become much too large
and unwieldy—it now has over 300 full (voting)
members and about 150 candidate (nonvoting) mem-
bers—to serve as an effective decisionmaking institu-

ﬁon,anditnrelymeeumoreth_antwiceayear.

The Politburo, in fact, provides the real forum for the
struggle. It is the most important decisionmaking
organ in the Soviet political system. Although nomi-
nally elected by the Central Committee, it is a self-
appointed group of oligarchs who are empowered by
party statute to “direct party work between plenums
of the Central Committee.” With this authority its
members collectively are best placed to speak in the
name of the Central Committee. The Politburo, thus,
formulates national and foreign policies, issues direc-
tives to all other institutions, and approves appoint-

ments to leading positions in these institutions.

Bureaucratic as well as political considerations dictate
the size and composition of the ruling group. Since
Stalin, membership generally has ranged from 12 to
16 full (voting) members and from six to nine candi-
date (nonvoting) members. Most of these slots have
been allocated on almost an ex officio basis to men
(only one woman has ever served on the Politburo)

sovg-mossx

April 1982

~
=




. w

-
-
o
gt
P
.

b

£
o

nnzlum 's affice in du Kremlin. I:l

who hold top positions in the party Secretariat, the
Council of Ministers, and key regional party and state
organizations. For some jobs—General Secretary,
Premier, and President—on the other hand, Politburo
membership is a prerequisite. Considerable room for
political manecuvering, nonetheless, exists concerning
the status of the slots (full or candidate), the number
of party secretaries on the Politburo, and the repre-
sentation of the military, police, and Foreign Minis-
try.

The power and influence of individual Politburo mem-
bers vary widely despite the formal appearance of
equality, and personal clout depends primarily on
executive position in the ruling institutions. The Gen-
eral Secretary, the Premier, and the President, as
head of their respective organizations, have more
influence, for example, than lower ranking officials in
their organizations, that is, other secretaries or deputy
premiers. Since Khrushchev's triumph in 1957, party
secretaries have usually been in a stronger position
within_the Politburo than government officials with
comparable responsibilities. Moscow-based leaders, as
regular participants in Politburo proceedings, have
more influence on national policy than their col-
leagues who work outside of Moscow and do not

attend all 'sssions.[:’

et

Under Brezhnev, Politburo meetings have appamtly
become routine decisionmaking sessions, not the po-
litical free-for-alls that occurred under Khrushchev.
They normally have been held once a week, usually on
Thursday, and typically consider only three or four
major questions during a four-hour session, leaving
lesser issues to phone or buckslip coordination. Issues
are usually placed on the agenda in advance, with the
necessary documents properly coordinated and given

" to the members prior to the meeting. The discussion

normally focuses on whether to take the action pro-
posed in the documents and is not a wide-ranging
debate of many.different options. If new information
or issues arise as a result of this discussion, final
resolution will often be deferred until the new point
can be properly staffed out. Consensus decisionmak-
ing appears to be the rule, with formal votes rarely
taken.[ ]

Despite its vast authority, the Politburo lacks its own

" administrative apparatus. It has to rely on the party
.Secretariat to execute commands to the party. To

carry out state policy, the Politburo depends on the
Council of Ministers: for economic affairs on its

Presidium, and for security affairs on its specialized
ministries (Foreign Affairs, Defense, and the KGB).

2
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Consequently, the struggle for power in the Politburo
has in the past become a battle for influence within
and among the institutions that implement Politburo
policies. Stalin used his position in the party Secretar-
iat to achieve political preeminence, but in the 1930s
he relied on the security organs to establish a personal
dictatorship over the Politburo and all other Soviet
institutions. Stalin’s rule so weakened the party’s
bureaucratic machinery that the institutional pecking
order was not self-evident in the early post-Stalin
years. Leaders in three different institutions—the
party (Khrushchev), the government (Malenkov), and
the police (Beriya)—sought to gain primacy, with
Khrushchev and the party winning out after four
years. Brezhnev, too, used the party as his institution-
al base, although he had to share power and the
spotlight with Premier Kosygin for a time

Institutional Interest Groups

The power struggles described above have gone

through various stages—from collective leadership to .
triumvirates to individual political preeminence to
personal dictatorship. Several institutions have played

an active role in this process, among them the mili-
tary, the security organs, the government economic

bureaucracy, and, most j , the Central
Committee Secretariat. _ R

The Military. While providing the backbone for the
nation’s and the party’s security, military profession-
als have been indoctrinated from the regime’s begin-
nings to stand aside from higher politics and histori-
cally have not been well positioned to become major
players in the power struggle. Only twice, in fact, has
a professional officer been elected to the Politburo —
Marshal Zhukov in 1957 and Marshal Grechko in

1 973.[':]

Like that of other key institutions, the military’s
influence has varied directly with its own cohesion
and inversely with the unity of the political leadership.
Succession struggles particularly have given the high
command more leeway for engaging in high politics.
While the military has not initiated important leader-
ship changes, its support is essential; for example, the

i
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military threw its support to Khrushchev during his
fight with the antiparty group in. l9§7 and probably
acquiesced in the coup against him in IWTB

Marshal Zhukov's experience, however, probably still
serves as an object lesson for a military professional
who gets heavily involved in Politburo politicking. He
supported Khrushchev in 1957 and ordered military

aircraft to bring Khirushchev's supporters in the Cen-

tral Committee to Moscow. Khrushchev paid off this
political debt by elevating Zhukov to full membership
on the Politburo. Such dependence on a military -
leader, nevertheless, made the leadership nervous, and
Khrushchev ousted him three months later, ostensibly
for attempting to reduce political controls over the

wiion]
The party, moreover, has never been entirely comfort-
able with the presence of this large, disciplined,
hierarchical organization in its midst. Various checks
and controls have been developed to deal with it. The
KGB and the Ministry of Internal Affairs (MVD), for
example, have their own military forces. More impor-
tantly, the party has penetrated the military by
creating two oversight bodies—the Central Commit-
tee’s Administrative Organs Department, which must.

N

approve all military promotions, and the Defense
Ministry’s Political Directorate, which has represent-
atives in the armed forces and provides for. troop
indoctrination. The party also uses the KGB’s Third
Chief Directorate to surveil military activities. D

More recently, the party leadership has placed a
civilian—Dmitriy Ustinov—at the head of the mili-
tary establishment. Although he has been closely
involved with the Soviet military industrial complex
for over 40 years and obtained general officer rank
during the war, be has not been a line officer, and his
appointment may have been opposed by the profes-

sional officer corps. He appears to be highly regarded

by his Politburo colleagues and almost certainly is
influential in Politburo discussions on security policy.
Ustinov’s position provides the leadership with an
effective means of controlling the military. On the
other hand, as a key “civilian” member of the Politbu-

" ro, he is in a favorable position to ensure that military

interests are promoted. Ustinov also can authorita-
tively use his position as civilian head of the military
to vote its stock on sensitive political issues—without
raising some of the fears such actions by a profession-
al officer like Zhukov would prompt:
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SO _ ‘ y The Secarity Organs. The KGB bas been entangled in
L g:_i:?_g::;‘:gh Usiimox , high-level politics at critical junctures. It became an
v, , active participant in the 1964 conspiracy to remove
Khrushchev, and without its help the coup almost
certainly would have failed. Stalin used the police to
climinate his rivals and decimate the professional

Y

ofcercop e miliany{ ]
= The KGB’s potential clout in higher leadership poli-
2 tics stems largely from its role in providing leadership
- security and its control of leadership communications.
P It is in a goed position to know about the political
< maneuvering or conspiracies under way. A strong
% * Jeader can use it as an instrument of blackmail by
P exploiting privileged information the KGB acquires
i through performance of its duties. Realizing its poten-
- » tial for harm, Brezhnev placed three political cronies
3 ' in key security positions—making use of this organi- -
ht? % zation against him difficult and perhaps giving him
: % some ability to keep tabs on his colleagues. It was
: used in this manner by Khrushchev in the immediate
_ post-Stalin yearsL : j
::i:‘-:; m. mbevik Factory, % Thek;:bl;;lul leadership, nevertheless, has been re-
ol ' : ¢ Armaments Industry as  mar successful in preventing heads of the KGB
N —_— m m&&*@m“ 1941-46) - from using it for their personal advantage. Beriya
D e Mefitiau of Silia’ death but 1od and wes aocuid. habup:
i Con I in’s death but failed and was executed. Su
Tesiie m s""""‘]' Pﬁmm% quent chiefs until Andropov's appoir:tment in 1967
Mo 1576date hc;:m,,b.; wrolit :: were ugnenﬁd Politburo status while :hcy hclld this
ember, position. Andropov, moreover, is a political appoint
Apr 1976-date  Minister of Defense not a career police official. If he has any hOp:p?)f =
becoming a contender for Brezhnev’s mantle, Andro-
, pov would probably have to assume an interim posi-
. tion that has little to do with the KGB’s stock in
- trade.
i In spite of the party’s obvious desire to check and o ,
control the military, thg Soviet leadership under The Presidium of the Council of Ministers. The
; % Brezhnev has given the military a near monopoly in  Council of Ministers Presidium is pnmanly responsi-
defining the security threat to the USSR and in ble for managing the Soviet economy. It oversees the
determining the programs required to deal with this  activity of more than 60 ministries responsible for
ks threat. This deference reflects the party’s need for the particular sectors of the economy. This responsibility
g military’s expertise, its confidence in the high com-  could make the Presidium and some of its attendant

mand, and the considerable congruence of views - ministries influential in the Kremlin power struggle.
_between the two organizations on national security For this potential to be realized, however, its leaders
policy. The military, as a result, has been rather must be strongly represented in the Politburo while
successful in protecting its principal political interest _the central party apparatus is weak. [~
—obtaining the resources-to carry out its missions

5 ) Q?t
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The leaders of this vast economic bureancracy have
for the most part been unsuccessful in translating this
potential into real and enduring power. Only twice in
the post-Stalin era has this group of leaders had
considerable clout in the leadership. After Stalin’s
death they initially appeared to be more powerful
than party officials in the Politburo—so much so that
Malenkov may have chosen to take the Premiership
over the top party post as his base of power. Khrush-
chev, nevertheless, overcame this early weakness and
inflicted a severe defeat on the government bureauc-
racy in 1957 by abolishing most of their ecoriomic .
ministries and expelling its senior members from the
Politburo

The economic bureaucracy regained some of its status
and power in the aftermath of the Khrushchev coup.
As active participants in the conspiracy, its leaders
were able to get agreement on reestablishment of the
central ministries in Moscow and on an economic
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reform package. More importantly, its leader, Pre-
mier Kosygin, received equal billing with Brezhnev,
and two of his deputies joined him in the Politburo.
This power, nonetheless, proved fleeting, as Brezhnev
used his base in the Secretariat to gain preeminence
over Kosygin, and the reform was eventually under-

mined.l—__—l

The Secretariat and the General Secretary. The real
key to victory in the power struggle until now has

"been control of the party Secretariat and its powerful

staff. The Secretariat, consisting of 4 General Secre-
tary and usually from seven to 10 secretaries, partici-
pates in the elaboration of policy alternatives, oversees
the implementation of Politburo directives and party
policy generally, and maintains control of personnel
appointments (the nomenklatura) in-the party and all
other institutions. It is assisted in its work by several
thousand party officials.organized into some two
dozen departments, each of which is supervised by a
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secretary. These departments monitor the activity of
government ministries, the military, the security or-
gans, and other institutions. One of them, the General
Department, provides staff support for Politburo ac-

tivity.

In past successions, control of the Secretariat has been
converted into control of the provincial party appara-
tus and varying degrees of influence over the econom-
ic ministries, the security apparatus, and the military
command. Only Stalin, after 1937, succeeded in . ©
winning complete control over the regime’s entire -
machinery. Short of this, a strong and reasonably
stable leadership has been possible when the General
Secretary, basing himself in the Secretariat, has had .

sufficient strength to dominate the Politburo.[:]

The General Secretary’s power and authority are
neither constitutionally defined nor definitively estab-
lished by historical precedent. They vary according to
his capacities and ambitions and the strength of the

forces supporting him on the one hand, and ttf

influence of those opposing him on the other.

authority, his position gives him some advantages in .

the contest with his colleagues. He is the nominal

i head of the party Secretariat and, through it, the

party apparatus. This gives him an extra measure of
status in party meetings. It very likely places him in
the chair at meetings of the Secretariat and gives him
more influence in determining the agenda and pro-

ceedings of that body than other secretaries have.

This position in the Secretariat is likely to give him
added clout in the Politburo as well. Despite its
collective character, the Politburo needs a chairman
to direct its activities, arrange its agenda, and preside
over its meetings. The General Secretary, as the
leading administrative officer in the Secretariat, is the
most logical choice for this role. Noone else is as
centrally placed or has the breadth of responsibility in
party work to perform this function. l:] .

'Brezhnev capitalized on this position at an eatly stage
in his tenure as party boss. He sets the time of :
Politburo meetings and determines the agenda, based
on recommendations from other members and institu-
tions. He controls the flow of documents to his
colleagues concerning issues to be discussed. He has
the authority to invite non-Politburo members to its
sessions. Most important, he sums up the results of
Politburo meetings and states the consensus on the
issue under discussion. —’

The Players

The position of General Secretary, thus, is the highly
coveted prize in the succession struggle. While it will
be filled by a Politburo member, none of Brezhnev's
colleagues have as yet established a very strong claim
to the post. Precedent, to be sure, suggests that
Brezhnev’s successor will be chosen from the senior
secretaries who hold membership in the Politburo—
criteria met only by Andrey Kirilenko, Konstantin
Chernenko, and the most recent addition, agriculture
secretary Mikhail Gorbachev—but age, health, and
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